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EXECUTIVE SUMIMARY

Title: LESSONS FROM TARAWA AND THEIR RELEVANCE TO THE OPERATING
ENVIRONMENT OF 2011

Author: Lieutenant Colouel Jeffrey Abramaitys, United States Marine Corps’Reserv)e'

Thesis:. Studying the battle of Tarawa can provide Marine Corps leaders with‘lessons, context,
and insight for the conduct of future amphibious assaults in the political and oper ating
env1ronment of 2011 and beyond.

Discussion; The Marine Corps development of the amphibious assault can be traced back to the
1920s, culminating in the first actual assault against a heavily defended beachhead, the battle for
Tarawa atoll. The iconic victory at Tarawa was a direct derivative of innovative thinking
combined with a dedication to amphibious doctrine development by Marine leaders during the
‘inter-war years, There are many similarities in the operating environment confronting the
Marine Corps of the 1920-40s and the Marine Corps of 2011. As with the climate following
World War I, during . which the Marine Corps very survival as an individual service was at stake,
the year 2011 finds the Corps facing an increasingly similar situation. During ‘World War Ithe _
‘Marine Corps operated primarily in conjunction with the Army; following 10 years of
: 'countennsurgency operations, calls that the Corps is again operating as a second Land Army
continue to strengthen. Senior Marine Corps leaders have called for a return to the Corps
- amphibious roots. Studying the lessons of the Tarawa experlence is an effective startmg pomt
for a return to the Corps amphibious traditions..
o

Conclusmn The Marine Corps ability to estabhsh define, and develop doctrine and capablhtles
for their pre-World War II mission of the amphibious assault is a lesson applicable to the 2011
operating environment. Careful examination and analysis of Tarawa can provide Marine Corps
leaders with lessons, context, and insight for the conduct of future amphibious assaults i in the
political and operating environment of 2011 and beyond. »
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Preface

This expldration ‘of Marine Corps miséion an('i doctrine development in the aftermath of
Wcﬁld Wér I began during"é study of the Tarawa campaign. \Studsf of Térawa‘led me to the
realization that thé efforts of nﬁmérous creaﬁve and innovative Maﬁnes during the’inter-war '
years led to the Tarawa succe,és. During continued study, apparent 'similafities 'arose'bétween the
Marine Corps pdsition folloWing World Wﬁ Iand that of today. Calls fora ;etﬁm to the Cbrins ‘
amphibious roots’made }che exploration of‘these similarities relevant and important during this
time of fiséal austerity. Begimiﬂg my research with well—recolgnized secoﬁdafy sOurc;as wfor
background of 'the Tarav?ébampaign, I movéd on to primary sources from the Gray Research
Centei‘, The Marine "Corps History Division; Marine Corps Doctrinal Publications, Operating |
Concepts, and nu’merdus timely articles'in today’s media. |

.Fhirst and fqrémost, i'Want to thank my wife, DebBie for her inspiration and loving

| ~Supqut. I am grateful for the sﬁﬁpoft prc.)vi‘ded by fny children, Andy and Emily. Iam indebted -
to D1 Jonathan Phillips for providing enthusiastic guidange and counsel. Iam also grai:éful for

the critical reading and advice ‘provided by Dr. Rebecca Johnson. Any mistakes are my own.:

it



Table of Contents
P : - o | o Page
DISCLAIMER .. oo N i i
PREFACE_..?..T .................. i o S e et i
‘INTRODUCTIO‘N..... ..................... e B e e S 1
| PREWAR DOCTRINEAND‘DOCTR‘INEDEVELOPMENT ................ 3 |
' GEOGRAPHY ... e e e S i
 JAPANESE FORCES AND DEFENSIVE PLANS ...cccorrrscsrrnri s S
* AMERICAN FORCES ...ovioomieomosobessoseso et SR -
AMERICAN PREPARATIONS ... - e
THE 96 HOURS OF TARAWA. ... S e
TARAWA, THE AMPHIBIOUS PROVING GROUND ..o e 12
TARAWAS IMPACT ON AMPHIBIOUS DOCTRINE.....c........... e e 12

1

LESSONS FROM TARAWA AND THEIR APPLICABILITY TO 2011 w.covvvrorrrrerorer v 17

CONCLUSION........ocrvvrnrnreeen e ————— e 23
APPENDIX A: TARAWA ATOLL MAP......c..cccoviorosoroe e 24
APPENDIX B: BETIO MAP - o ' ' 25
: : S S B _
GLOSSARY......cocmnic S RO 1.
 BIBLIOGRAPHY .ttt eeee e et 27
ENDNOTES .o S S w31

iii



INTRODUCTION

The United States enters the year 2011 as a maritime nation eﬁgaged in coﬁntrieé ardund '
theAglvobe. Sirice late 2001, thé ’Uhited States Mariné Corps has conducted’operatio.ns across the
spectrum of conflict, from invasions of Afghanisfan and iraq to humanitarian assistance and -
theater enéagement dcﬁvities throu ghoup the world. Marines conducting counterinsurgehcy
‘operation.s helped to quell a persistent insurgency in Iraq and remain heavily éommitted to
| combatiﬁg a tenacious ongbing insﬁrgency in Afghanistan. A plethora of time and resources has
'beertl dedicated to the study and conduct of counterinsurgency operations, tactics, techni (jues, and- ‘
| procedures. Althbugh necessary,ten years of combgt operations in Afghanist'an and Iraq have
caused the Marine Corps to drift farther and farther from its amphibious roots. Perceptive of.the
slide fr‘om z;mphibious opefdtions, 34 Commandant of the Marine Corps, General James T.
Conway, called for Marines “‘to reestablish their traditional roles as ‘fighters from the sea.”’l“
Also recognizing the shift in opérationél focus, 35 Command‘ant'of the Marine Corps General
J ames F. Amos stated that the Marine Corps will “, ...remairi Afnérica’s éxpeditionary force ip
readiness. ... Efforfs to shift the focus back to the Corps amphibidus heritage should begin
with an examihation of its 20" Century amphibiOUS assault operations. |

The Marine Corps developfnent of the amphibious assatﬂt .can be traced béck to the
1V92\0s,‘ cufrninating m the ﬁfst actual assault against a heavily defendéd beachheéd, th; baftle'fbr
Tarawa atoll. There are many similarities in the poliﬁcal and operating environment confronting.
. the Marine Cérps of the 1920-40s and the Marine Corps of 2011, Some of these similal'itieé are:
the need to remain relevant during a time of shrinking defense budgets; the necessity to develop ‘
" innovative methods and dc;ctrine for the cbnduét of forcible entry operations in the 21 Century;

and the requirement for dévelopment, experimentation, and procurement of the equipment



ﬁecessary to enable the developed conc'e'pts. Studying the battle of Tarawa can provide Marine
- Corps leaders with lessons, context, and msight for th‘e conduct of future amphibious assaults in
the opérating environment of 2011 and b,eybnd.

Tarawa, tﬁe main effort bf Operation GALVANIC, opened thg American Central Pacific
drive towargi Japan. On 'tile tiny island of BeFi‘o, located in the Tarawa Atoll, 18,000 Marines of
the 2nd Marine Division put to the test amphibious doctrine de§e10ped in the afte‘rmath’of World
War I Followiﬁg seventy-six hours Qf bloody combat, the Mérines-h.ad‘ their answer, -an ic/onicA~ :
battle pfoducing a multitude of tacticalhinnovatioﬁs and a validated amphibious doctrine, but ho’f
without horrific loss of life. Seizure of the islahd bas.tion'ca'me ata steep price, just over 3,400 -
American. casualﬁes. Tarawa served to -préve that an amphibidus assault, properly supported and
executed, could succeed. Appropriaté support was derived from successfully isolatihg the
- objectivé"arg:a by both sea and air. Successful exe(;utio'n was a result of: the appli'cation of

~ doctrine developéd during the interwar years, training, an émphibious mindset, and innovative '
1eadershfp. Lessons leamed were immediately incorporated into doctrine and applied to follow.—
on amp’hibibus cémpaigns. , | |

This case study begins with a brief review of Marine Corpé ﬁre—World War II amphibious
mission and doctrine .d,evelopment. A synopsis of the Tarawa campaign follows.. ’fhe next
section examines lessons learned from Tarawa, épd their (im'plementation. The conciusién
di-Ascu',sses‘the context and p%lrallels between’the Tarawa invasion and the 2011 politiCal and -
| operating environment, thus demonstrating‘thé‘applicability and importance o.f studying Tarawa

[

-for today’s Marine Corps leader.



" PRE-WAR DOCTRINE AND DOCTRINE DEVELOPMENT
'Following the cessationxqf World War I hostilities, and the resulting demobilization, the
Marine Corp; was forced‘t‘o fight for ité continued existence aﬁd to ﬁfov_e its _relévance. As
histprian Ronald Sl;ector ndted, “of all the U.S. combat serVicés, the Marine Corp‘\s emerged from
World War I in_ ﬁe most precariéus and discduragiﬁg position, but in the end its response was the -

,13

mos"t creative. Major General John A. Lejeune, then theCommandant of the Marine Corps,

advobatg:d for and received tlle.amphibious assault mission.

Unfortunately, in military c;ircleé, “Aamphibioﬁs warfare was a little-khow11 and much-
'ciespised.form of war[fare]”at the tilme.4 Follov‘vingvthe World War I Gallipoli disaster, where
Allied amphibioué forces met a bloody defeat, many mﬂitary profés’sionals«believed that landings
i .against defended beaéhes had little chance"of success. Deeper and more feceﬁt analysis hés
showmn, however, that 'fht? Gallipoli failur¢ had moré fo\&o with the condlict of the ﬁissiOn and
not the type of operation. Historians of amphibious warfaré éttribute Allied fqilure to *“.. .faultyv
- doctrine, ineffective techniques, poor' leadership, and an utter lac;k Qf coordination between the

"5 Tasked with the development ofa forgiblé entry amphibious capability, the Marines

_services.
set (;ut'to improve upon mistakes ,made\b;y the Allies during the Gallipoli campaign.

General Lejeune overcame negative Athir_ﬂ(ing on amphibious qssaulfs. Ijnde.r“his
direction,~~“in.1920,vthe Advariced Base Force was reorganized to empﬁasiz‘e offensive landing
“operations 1'éther thaﬁ simpiy the defense of bases already held.”S General Lejeune reorganized |
Marine Cérps échpols, utilizing them as a develdpmen‘; and proving ground for amphibious }

.doc,trin’e. Continuing the Marines evolution toward offensive amphibious warfare, Majof

, Géneral Ben H. Fuller, Commandant of the Marine.Corps fror,ﬁ 1930-1933, implemented the

_Fleet Marine Force (FMF) concept.  Organization as a Fleet Marine Force created the structure



| neceseary for operating as an advanced force with the Navy, but further doctrine development
‘Wa‘s necessary in the'following areas: command relationships, naval gunfire‘support, ziir support, :
ship-to—shore movement, and combat unitloading.7 |
To address the doctrinal deficiencies, Marine ColonelyEllis B. Miller, Assistant
‘. Commandant of Marine Corps Schools, enlisted the assistance of students and féculty' to 'write a
- manual for lancling operations. Significent work by the students and staff resulted in pnblication
of the Tentative Manual for Landing Operations.si Revised ono renamed the Tentative Landing
Operations Manual, the doctrine cjontained therein waS approved by the Navy in 1938 as, Fleet ‘
Traiﬁing Publication 167, Landing Operatioﬁs l)octrine (F TP-1 6.7).9 Developed by the Marine.(
Corps, “the doCtrine laid down in this remarkable document was destined to bec‘orne the

=

- foundation of all :lmphibious' thinking in the United States Armed Foices.”!

‘ De\/elopnlent and prornul gation of arnphibious doctrine was a necessary ‘firstp step in the
evolution of amphibious warfare; the next step *vt/ets to test the theory with practical application.“
To accomplish this, landing exercises “Were held each winter from 1935 throug}i 1941 on the
islands of Culebra and Vieques in conjunction with fleet exercises in the Caribbean, or onASan
Clernente off the California coelst.”12 Modifications were made to the amphibious doctrine based
on the landing exercises, especielly in the areas of command relationships arid ship-to-shore
rnovernent. As the year :1941 approached, *“....the Marine Corps had made long strides towards
' amphibious prepaledness 13 Doctrine developed and tested during peacetlme was soon to be put
to the ultlmate test Operation GALVANIC in the Central Pacific. This section described how

the Marine C(orps prepared to meet the amphlblous challenges of the future. The next section -

will address geography of the Tarawa atoll.



 GEOGRAPHY

'The Gilbert Islands

- The Gilbert Islands, a chainlof 16 atolls, are located 2,390 miles southwest éf Pear]
Harbor. Tarawa a‘Loll ié a triangular-shaped grouping of approximately 47 coral and sand islands . V
of various sizeé, surrounded by a continuous coral reef. The island of Betio is lécated inthe
' - southwest corner of Tarawa atol] and is completely surrounded by a coral reef. Betio is about
2.5 miles long and 800 yards in width at the widest point (See Appendix A an<d‘AB).

| Tidg;l conditions in the vicinity of Betio raised immediate concerns for GALVANIC
. planners. Suécessfully assaulting Betio re,quireci c’rpssiﬁg the perimeter barrier reef. Lackiﬁg
revliabl.e records ortc;harts of the tidal conditions, planners turned to former Bl'itish( residents for
assistance; but no consensus emerged. Low tida1 conditions were anticipatéd, but intelligeﬁcc
- analysts expected at least 4 feet of water to be over the reef at high tide. ‘Unfortungtely that was
ot to be, a tidal condition known as a ‘;dodging' tide;’ appeared on the moming of November
20‘#, giviﬁg a mere foot of water over much o’f the reef, making it impossibl¢ for traditional
landing craft tb CIOSS. -

JAPANESE FORCES AND DEFENSIVE PLANS

). ~ Japanese Forces Securing The Gilbert Islands and Betio

| 7 apanese F(Srces.arri?ed in fhe Gilbert Is_lands during Decerhber 1941 insearch':of an
airfield location. Betio prox}ed to be suitable and an airfield was constructed there. Japanese
Forces remained small in number until August 1942, when Lieutenant Colonelv Evans F. Carlson
and the 2* Raider Battalion conducted a surprise raid on the Makin atoll. Carlson’s raid on

- Makin demonstrated the Japanese vulnerability in the Gilberts.



N

The Japanese however were quick to reinforce, deploying the 6™ Yokosuka Special N aval
Landing Force to the islands.'* Japanese Forces defending Betio consisted of approximately

~ 4,836 Imperial Marines, commonly known as Rikusentai, cominanded by Rear Admiral Keiji

Shibasaki.

Japanese Defense Plan for Betio

Admiral Shibasaki envisioned stopping an American landing force while in its assembly
phase, prior to its reaching the beach. ’I;o'destvr'oyl the landing force at sea, he had a variety éf
- weapons: large caliber cdastal—defense guns, anti-aircraft guns, anti-boat guns, arigl heavy and
light machine guns: Admiral Shibasaki intggrated Betios’ Barrier reef, an excellent natural
obstacle, with “conc;rete and steel tefrahedron’s, minefieids, and long stringsw Qf double-apron-

barbed wire...”"

in an effort slow ‘the invading force. .

Betio was notllarge enough for ;1 true maneuver defense. If American Fdrces were

- rsucc,essf-ul in establishing a beachhead, .faf)aneSe Forces were to immediately counterattack,
forcing the invaders back intd the sea: Foftifipations on the island were constructed of reinforced
concrete, coconut logs, and layers of sand. ‘Défensive structures such as, co\inmand posts,
ammunitioﬁ dumps, and communications bunkefs were designed to Withstand direct hits from
aerial and néval Abor‘nbardm‘ent.w The Japanese had 14 light tanks with which fo couﬁterattéck
invading forces. Lacking maneuver space to cbnduc;t a lrnob,ile defense meant that J apaﬁese
defensive positions would need to survivé the prelifninafy naval and air bombardmept sure  to
precéde the landiﬂg forcek. |

AMERICAN FORCES R

Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander in Chief of Pacific Ocean Areas, was tasked to

execute Operation GALVANIC. Admiral Nimitz created the Central Pacific Force and selected



Vice Admiral Raymond A. Spruance to command it. -Task Force 53, comm'an‘dedbry Reaf 3
Admiral Harry W. Hili, was the subcomponent designeted to eapture the Tarawa atoll.
‘Task Force 53 | : |
| Task Forcé 53 contained five significant compenenfs: transport group, minesweeper -
support group, fife support group, landing force, and a carrier support group. Embarked on
seventeen U.S. Navy ships, the landing force for Tarawa eonsisted of 'eleme'nts of the 2™ Marine
" Division commande& by Major General Julian C. Sreith. Three infantry battalions were
confained within the 2™ Marine Division alongﬂwith an artillery force, an engineer force, aﬁ '
amphibian tractor battalion, and a taek Battalion. AV |
AMERICAN PREPARATIONS

American Strategy

Upon receipt of the GALVANIC mission, <. .[Admjra].] Spruance’s decisione; were
- govemned ‘by‘a paramount consideretion—namely, the pressing necessity Qf ‘completing the attaek=
with the utmost speed, once it was lauriche,d_”l‘7 With the Japanese Combined Fleet iurking in
the Pacific, fear of a counter—attac_k ‘was a constant concern for naval planners and commanders.
Alr and sea superiority in the amphibious objective area were eonsidered key requileemel.l.ts fer '
the successful prosecution‘of an amphibieu,s,campaign. Air supeﬁority for the Tarawa operation
came from the Army Air Forces aﬁd neerly'900 ca&ier-based planes, The Central Pacific Fleet
previd'ed sea euperiority for the .o,peration..

With the significant threat of a naval and aircoenter-ettack, secrecy was of utmost
imperteﬁce. To maintain stfategie surprise, pre-bombardment fires were extremely limited.
Scattered air raids were conducted throughout the Gilbert and Marshall Islands dueiﬁg the \;veeks R

preceding the invasion with the goel of reducing Betios defenses and confusing the Japanese as



to the invasion location. Naval pre-bombardment would begin a mere three hours prior to the

* landings, but was expected to pummel the Japanese defenders into death or a dazed submission.

Planning and Rehearsals
.Majdr Genéral-fulian anith, éoinmander of the 2Ifd Marine .Division, reéeived notification _
éf the Téu'awa mission in early August 1943 and \immediately initiatéd planning for thg inyasion.
~ S,e-leCti‘on“Qf landing sites cmerged as a maj or concern due to'the heavily fortified island
defenses.” Betios southém beaches were densely mined and contained the stfongést 4enemy -
- / . I ,
defenses, taloflg with heavy swells which came from the bpen sea. ‘Westem beaches reqqired
. .croésing both the barrier and fringing reefs as well as battling strong and unpredictable -
currents.”'® The nérthern bea'ches’ were the least defended and nearest to the sole 1ag00n
entrance, but the coral reef was at its Wid_est, compoimc.iing( any potential tidal issues. |
| Betios barrier reef, gently elevating from éeé to shore, presented a significant challerige
‘not yet seen in American amphibious operatioﬁs.l Landing craft a‘vaivlabl’ef ét the time drew 3.5
feet‘of water, making thefn unable to float over the reefs in the event of low or dodging ti‘deAs..19
To overcome this challengé, M’arine ieéders pfoposed utilizing the Landing Véﬁicle Tracked
(LVT).”® The LVT, bein g a tracked vehicle, had the inherent ability to c‘limb'oAvyer‘ the reef.
LVTs, alvso fefened to as “Alligators” of amphibian tractors, erre drigihally envisioned as
Alo'gistic vehicles, capablé of ship-to-shoré éwimming and overland mo;fement of combat
supplies.21 '
| Unfdirtunately'there were only 75 LVTs available for AthAe invasién. General Smith, in
search of additional LVTs, learped qf 100 new LVT-2s lc;catéd inS anvDiego, and was able to ’
) obtain 50 §f them.*? With the additioﬁal LVT-2s there would b;: enough LVTs to transport only

the first three waves of Marines ashore. The remainder of the landing force would be transported



to ‘shore by Landing Craft, Vehicle and Persoﬁnel (LCVP). In the event of poor tidal conditions,
‘ LCVPs would transport ﬂle remaiﬁing waves of the landing force to the reef,Where they would
be.shuttled to shore by LVTS.

The Z"d Marine Division cohductec_l bE‘lt'[ElllAiOn‘ and regimental level amphibious uaiﬁi11g
exércisés in June and October 1943 in the vicinity of New Zealand. Departing New Zealalid,on
November 1% under guisé ofa training exércise, the division arﬁved in the NeV\; I—iebrides on.
Novembcr’ 7, Divisioﬁ level amphibious landing rehearsals ‘were conducted on Novefnber?‘h |
and 9" 6ff the island of Efate.”> On November 13, the Tésk Force set sail‘fo; its pre-assault

assembly areas.

THE 96 HOURS OF TARAWA

D-Day, Nove’mbe.r 20,1943

Task Force 53 arrivéd in the vicinity of Tarawa Atoll during the eélrly morning hours of
November 20, .1 943. Japanese Shoré batteries opened fire at 0507. American Warshii)s
_irmnediately_ aI}SWered with ‘naval gunfire; attempﬁng to eliminate the shore batteries and enemy
" defenses. At this point in WWII, it V\(/‘as.novt believed that naval gunfire could be conducted
simultaneoﬁsly v;/ith .'air Strilges: due to the presencé of the naval shells in the air. The lack of
simultaneity caused lulls in fire. In addition, strong currentsv and a mix-up in the transport aréas :
~ were wreaking havoc on fhe landing force, causing it to fall behind schedule. A
Adfniral Hill and Genersﬂ Smith monitored .the landings from cqnnnand posts aboard the
- U.S.S. Maryland. COmmunicatioﬂs,became an immediate céncern as the concussion from firing
of the Maryla,;td s main guns damaged t%le ship’s radio equipﬁent, leaving bmh leaders |

intermittently unable to commur_licate with the supporting airplanes and landing force.”* This

issue was to plague the commanders throughout the landing.



Lacking uninterrupted communications between assaulting force, air, and naval gunfire,
and having reduced visibility due to Vprevious bombing, supporting fires were forcedto be lifted
for fear of hitting friendly troops. With the assault waves behind schedule and fire support lifted,
J apanese defenders had an approx1mately twenty minute gap with which to recover f1 om the pre-
bombardment shock before the first Marine LVTs hit the beach Most of the assaultlng LVTs
were able to reach the beach, although many were damaged. Confus1on abounded as the landlng

force was hit with murderous machlne gun fire, killing man}vl of the small unit leaders and
stymieing the advance inland. Small beachheads were carved out under intense enemy fire, but
' the -landing 3was in peril. | |

Subsequent waves of the landing force, emba'rked in LCVPs, ran aground on the coral °
reef covered by only one to three feet of water. T he uregular dodging tides had struck forcmg
the Marines to wade the f1na1 500 yards to shore. With most of the LVTs and LVT-2s destroyed
V or heav11y damaged, few were able to a531st with shuttling troops to shore. Heavy Japanese fire
causing inordinate numbers of casualties combined with the long movement toward shore caused
unit$ to l)ecorne separated and intermingled, adding to the confusion. Excellent small unit '

leadership and the heroic efforts of several Marines helped the Marines to avert disaster.

, D+1, November 21, 1943

Following a restless night of consolidation and reorganization, the Marines on Beti.o

- prepared to continue the drive inland. Using grenades, explosives, and fire and rnovernent,
Marines advanced inland. Flamethrowers proved to be the most effective weapon for clearing
enemy positions, but there were limited numbers of them available. Fighting raged on the island

as the Marines attempted to expand their beachhead. The situation' ashore remained tenuous
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during the second night. Supplies were brought ashore and casualties sent back to the ships for
treatment.

D+2, November 22, 1943

During the early m}lorning hours of D+2, much needed artillery was landed on the island
A of»Bairiki*to support the Maririe attacks on Betio. The day was marked by slow and steady |
progress as the Marines pushed inl'and. Later in the e?ening, the J apanesé counterattacked with é
small fornce,t but were annihilated by artillery fire. A second counterattack followed at 2300, |
again rlepelled by the Marjné defenders an;i artillery Suppo;t.

D+3,’ANover'nber~23, 1943

At 0800, Marines suppovrted by two medium tanks and seven light tanks attacked
eastward to secure the long thm tail of the island.- Eriemy.résistance crum'bled, but
“empl‘acemen-ts', &ugouts, and-pillboxes were bldsted and bu1"néd all afternoon.””? The first |
American planes beg.gm 1andiné on Betios airstrip at 1200. Sniper positions continued to be
discovered and cleared. Generél Smith declared an énd to drganized enemy resis‘t‘ance on the

island at 1330, although Japanese snipets continued to be rooted out.

Vi'ctorv on Betio |

| On the battle-scarred island of Betio, a flag raigmg ceremony took_placé on November
24,1943, Allin aﬁ, “of the’estimated 4,386 Japanese trbéps and Korean ldbofers whb defended
Betio, only 146 were takpﬂ prisoner, and a mere ‘1'7‘ of these were J apanese.*.’j6 Critical to - |
American sfrategy, fhe seizure of Tarawa providéd an important airfield to further prosécute fhe
Central Pacific drivé toward Japan. Seéuring.T arawa éame at a very high cost, roughly 3,400

Marine and Navy casualties, with 1,115 killed in action; 2,234 wounded in action, and 88

~ missing in action and presumed dead.
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' TARAWA, THE AMPHIBIOUS PROVING GROUND
T araWa?s enduring‘legac#:y is that of being the first -Axherican ainphibious assqult against a
" heavily defended island. Tarawa preéented Ameri'caﬁ war planners the opportﬁnity to test a |
doctrine developed by the Marines in the afterfnath of World War I. The question as té wh_ether
an island fortress could be isolated by air and sea, successfully assaulted by an ‘mﬁphibious force,
unc}er the constant threat Qf counteratta.ck. by a supérior naval fdrce, reméined unanswered until
Tarawa. The Ameﬁc’an amphibious task force wés a self—sustaining fofce. Significantly, the
‘majority'of Supi)orfing fires came ﬁom naval gunfire provide—‘d by the supporting fleet and
carrier—basea éir, .with additional(s,’upport from lénd~based aircraft. Tarawa was a test of new
amphibious doctrine and a necesséry firsf step in the Central Pacific drive toward the Japanese
heartland. T he successes achieved by the; 2™ Mariné Division. and the naval tésk 'fbl'ce, not only
| gave War i)lanners& airfield locations .for future assaults, but more importantly, “the Tarawa
operation became a tactical watershed:. the first, rlarge-sc‘:ale test of American amphibiéus
doctrine against a strongly fortified beachheac.l.”27 | |
- . TARAWAS IMPAC'I“ ON AMPHIBIOUS DOCTRINE
~ Seizure of the Betio airfield Was irnportapt, but “far more valuable was the exﬁerience
28

. amassed by American Army, Navy, and Marine Corps Commanders.” Moreover, Tarawa

“show[ed] méans by which losses could be reduced in f_utu;e arhphibious Opera’fions."29 Lessons
in the effectiveness of preliminai'y bombardxhents', air- ground bbmbing and 11av§1 gunfire
coordination, corrl.municétions', and reef cfossing operations were learned aﬁd applied to future
Af:ampaigns, saving countless lives during the drive toward Japan. ' On the heels of the Battle, ‘

“...the 2“d Marine Division compiled and forwarded fourteen specific recommendations, ranging

from amphibian tractors to signal communications.”* Many of these recommendations would
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., be impAleAmkented‘in time for the next amphibidus operatioh, FLINTLOCK, the invasion of the
Marshalls.

Intelligence

Intelligencé suPpbjrt for the Tarawa qperation was mostly derived from photo-
interpretation; aﬁalysts were able to pinpoint the 1;1aj ority of Japanese defeﬁsive bositipns and
determine the size of the defending force.? Intélligénce specialists did not make accurate tidal
éstimatio;l's,n\ The Tarei@a operation was: plannéd for late November 1943, a time when the tidés :
were known to be irregular and uncertain. According to Admiral Spruance, “The-planners had
known that in the past there had been ‘dodging’ tides at Térawa—irregular neap tides - which ebb .
and flow several times a day at unpredicfable intervals; which mainéain avcorvls’tant level for many
hours.” Spruance went on to-say, “The Americans could n'dt predict'the dodging tides fc.)i' want
of accurate tide tables for the Gilberts; they gafribled for a high tide on the morning of 20
November arid 'guessed Wrong.?’34 They may have éuéssed wrong, but their plaﬁ had a built in
' solutioﬁ to compénsate for irregular tidal conditions, the LVT.

Landing Craft

| , One of the mosf significant‘tactical innovatiQris to' come as a result of the Tarawé
B operatioh v&as in the area of landinlg craft s Landing craft at the time had drafts of 3.5 feet,
requiring at least that much cleérance in brder to pass over réefs. E;tperiments with rubber rafts
and other boats proved ineffective; bﬁt the LVT proved to be the answer. During the initiﬂ A
Tarawa iandings jﬁst about every LVT made it to the beaches, lvandingv “...more than 1,500
Marines on Betio"s north shore. .V..”36 ‘What the LVT lacked was sufficient armor.

. Origiﬁally &esigned as a logistics vehicle, theLV’I“ wés only lightly arrrvlored.37 AIthoﬁgh

mghy of the LVTs used were modified with the addition of “hillbilly” armor plating, it was not
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enough and siowed the vehicles, not designed to carry the extra weight.”® As. a 1'ésu1t of lessons
leamed at Tarawa, modifiéations were made to the design of future LVTs. F;nhancements would
be made to the engine’s pbwer generafibn éapability, and future generations of the LVT would
.includ-e_.an arrﬁed variant, mounting a 37rﬁm gun.®® Critical to futﬁre successful amphibious"
operations was the realization that the Marines would néed fnany additional LVTs. Based on the

Tarawa experience, marine commanders recommended that the division allotment increase to at

- least 300.40

Naval Gﬁnfire

In suppoﬁ of the Betio landings, “...three béuleships? four ileavy cruisers, and twenty- -
Qdd destroyers of [Admiral] Hill’s bombardment forcq: fired a total of about 3,000 tons of shells
at Tarawa in two and ahalf hours, interrupted for air strikes by American Canier planes,”*! 'butv
the effecﬁs.failed to meet expecpations. Acqording tq author James Stockman, “Tarawa served to
reduce to prqportion the ex‘a'ggerated concept of what surface and air bombm&rﬂent could do to a
heavily fortified, concentrated target.””'z‘ To achieve &1;3‘ desiredv effectiveness, the preparatory
phase of naval gunfii‘é would need to be extended to several ’da.ys in length.*? Howéver,
increasing the length of preparatéry fireé caused aﬁ invéfsé relationship with the ability to
achiéve su'rprisé. | | |

Coordination betweerllrthe-assault force and ships firing\batteries was an area for
improvement. Smoké and debris frofh preparatory fifes obscured the ships ‘SpottGA:-l'S, forcing theni
| to shift and or lift fire.s earlier than necessary for fear of hitting friehdly forces. Many 6f the |
salvos fired by supporting batteries cbmpletely missed the island.** Marines riding in the assauit
thixv.ets. were in a position to control the ﬁavzﬂ gunfire but lacked the ability to communicate with

the ships spotters.
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The kpoint—'det’onatinAg, high capacity ammunition used at Tarawa proved to\be ineffective
against the fortifications found on Be::tio.45 To penetrate the Japanese position;, “... .a bdse-fusecl, |
armor-piercing shell plunging at a steep angle” was nec’essary,46 Errors were also made in
determining “...range, deﬂectivon, trajectory, ammunition selecfion, and fuse s‘ettings;”47 Naval
leaders realized that additional training and “a simpler and more effective target desig.naAtion

-

system needed to be developed.”48
Artillery Sumz. ort

| During the planning stages for the Tarawa invasion, Generai Smith and his staff proposed
prllacing artillefy on adjacent islands to support the lahdiﬁgs. Unfortunately, in an effort to
‘maintain surprise and owing to 4 lack of transpkort assets, the pre-staging Qf suﬁporting_altillery
. was not possible.ﬁ'.9 On the second day;‘Marines established artillery support positions on the
neighbbring island of Bairiki, which provided e‘zxcellenf fire support for forcés éngaged on Betio.
This technique Would be; often repeated during future amphibious campaigns. |
Air Support

A_ir support for the Tarawa invasion re'céived mixed reviews, Supporting air réidé “made

prior to the assault ﬁccomplished little, for not enough bombs were delivered, and those dropped
fwAere ﬁot heavy enough to- damage Japanese emplacements.”*® Smoke and airborne debris o
caused béttlefield obscurity, limiting the pilot’s ability to identify targets 'aI.lf_l provide clbse
* support for the engaged Marines. Communication difficulties further l‘inAlited_'effective
‘coordination with the Marines, reducing the impact of aviation support. Operations at Tarawa
indicated “...that effective air support was impossible unless the pilpts and ground troops had
tmined as a team.”" Significantly, Tarawa deﬁxonstfated that naval gunfire and aviation support

_ could be run simultaneously as “no danger of shells striking aircraft existed as long as the pilots
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pulled out of their dives at an altitude higher than the maximum ordinate of the naval guns.”**

Tarawa also demonstrated the need for combined training between Marine Corps ground forces
and Naval aviation forces.

Communications

A‘Commurllication probléms abom&ed éboard Admiral H‘ills. flagship the U.S.S. Maryland. '
Concussions from_the ships firing batteries caused damage to the radio system, making
communications intermittent at best during critical times of the operétion.ﬁ To solve these
communication problems, the AGC amphibious force ﬂagship w.as’devel‘oped, dedicated solely

to command and control operatioris.54

Other Tactical LessonszesultingWFrom Tarawa

Logistical procedures wére revamped as a result of Tarawa. Tarawa planmners anticipated
"étockpiling supplies .on an established beachhead; unfortunately .. .Marinés fought th‘e first day
with their backs against the séa‘.”s.5 Supplies unloaded on the small beachhead .liinited the
Marines maneuversspace, and were not ﬁecessarily the supplies needed by the Marines at the
tivm~e of unloadiAng.‘ Based on the experiences of Tarawa, supplies sent ashore Would be
determined by the commander ésﬁore“and not the amphibious ta‘sk force aﬂoa}t.56
’ - One of the most effeétive weapons agaihst the Japanese defenéive bositions turned 01{1txto
be the ﬂamethrc‘).we‘r.57 Unfortunately, thefe were not enough éf them-only 24.1n the division.
BaSéd on their experienée at T, aréwg, cOmmaﬁdérs recommended one flamethrower per infantry
. platoon.’® Commanders also recommended development of a flame-throwing tank; the “Zippo’

tank was a direct result of this recommendation.”® Marines improved coordination procedures at

the tactical level to better integrate flamethrower, demolition, and infantry operations.
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Tanks’proved to bé an instrumental forcg multiplier on Betio. Although the 37mm guns
of thé ligﬁt_ tanks prove(I- to bé ianfective against J apanese-foﬁifications’,.the h‘eavierv75mm guns
mounted on Sherman tanl;s were extremély effective_.ﬁo Sherman tqﬁks utilized on Tarawa - -
lacked a means to communicate with the infantry they were suppqrting. 'Most of thé causalities |
among tank comrﬁgnders occurred while they were dismounted outside of their tank coordinating
with the infan_try.61 Improvements such as the tank-ph(‘)ne, a phone on the oﬁtside of the tank
allowing 'mfaﬁtryfhan to speak with the tank crew, were’a regult of the expériénées. gﬁined during -
the Tarawa campéign. ‘ | | . L
The need for divers becarﬁe.readily apparert during the Tarawa operation. Necessary to
gather information on reef, beéch, aﬁd surf céﬁditions divers could play a decisive role in future
;arnpAhibious carnpaigns.’62 Mines and underwater obstacles efnplaced by the J apaﬁesé_
demonstrated thé need for an underwater demolitio‘n teém. Base.d on the lessons fr;)m Tarawa,

Operation FLINTLOCK, the subsequent operation to invade the Marshalls saw the first use of

“ _the newly created,Underwater Demolition Team (UDT) 1.9 -

LESSONS FROM TARAWA AND THEIR APPLICABILITY TO 2011

The Marine Corps ability to establisﬁ, define, and deI/elop doctrine and capabilities for
their i)re—World War II rrIission of the amphibious assault is a lesson applicable to the 2011
operating envill‘onm‘ént. As with the climate following WorlgI War 1, during' which the Marin.e
Corps very survival as an individual service was at stake, the year 2011 finds the Corps facing an
increasingly similar situation. A worldwide economic crisis is éreating, the ﬁeed_ f;)r drastic and
severe budget cuts in military spending, leaving each branch of service to defénd its contribution
to the nation’s defense. Departrneﬁt of Defense officials, most notably Secretary. of De_fensé

Robert Gates, have questionéd the Marine Corps role in the future, resource-austere, operating
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environment. Acéording to Nathan Hodge and Alicia Mundy, writing fc;r‘the Wall Street

Journal, “Maﬁnes are fighting to protect thefr future after 'comrnent;s by Mr, Gates and other

civilian le%tders su ggesting that the' military may not need the kind‘of historj—making-and costly-

amphibious assaults that 1.1a've defined the M.ayriAnes.”64 | |

Causing further concern for the Marines are comments by Secretary Gates and other -

defenseyoffiqials__ indicatin;g thy\at the Corps has becomeﬂtoo heavy and is operating as a second
land arm}:/.65 These concerns have been voiced by the 34“‘ Coﬁlfnandant o>f the Marine C.orps,
General J ame‘s‘ T. Conway, as wel].% F\'orce protection operations have caused the Corps to adapt
its eqﬁipment set, adding to its arsenal a ﬂéet of the extrgmely heavy, Mine Resiétant Ambush
Pro’tected_(MRAP) vehicles. As the inéurgency in Iraq tun;led to improvised exploéive devices in
late 2003; the Mérihe Corp; derﬁonstratéd the same innovative spirit as ‘was found in tﬁe build-up
to Tarawa by jury-rigging armor to existing véhicles and f’iéldingtMRAP"s‘. Unfortunétely, as a |
result, the Corps 'has become a much heayief fofce‘, distancing itself from previous expeditionary |
capabilities, leading to the calls of becorﬁing a second land army. The United States does not

| need a second 1and army, nor can oné be afforded. N | |

The Marine Corps in 2011 is in a"compavrab.lé poéiﬁon as it was in the 1920-1930s,

fighting for i£s continued existence and a clearly 'dé‘fined and relevant mission separating it from
the other miiitary servicés. Just as was mentioned in the aftermath of World War I, the conduct
of an amﬁhibiéus’ fo%cii)le entry landihg appear§ unlikely at first glancé. Challenging this
thought fcquires a deeper look ét today’s operating envifonment. Potenti.ai ‘ﬂashpoiht_s‘ such as,

- the Koréan Peninsula, Tai,wein; and a host of others demOnStrate the need to maintain an |

amphibious forcible entry capability. P‘;rnphibious forcible entr'y.operations are a pertinent
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‘mission for which the Maiing Corps can remain rélevant in the current iera,.zAl‘nd' which separate it
frc;m"thé other services. |
J ust as the Corps did 1n the 19365, the Marine Corps of 201 1 must ércate innovativc
methods for conducting amphibious assaults. The Marine'C‘orps also must concept:ualiz,e.
innovative use Of available and emerging technology. By utiliziﬂg Ta'ra\;va as a case study,‘
Marine Corps leaders can draw parallels to the current cnyironment. The 35" Commandant;s
‘Planning Guidance calls for the Corps to “...aggressively experiment with and implement new
capabilitieé and orga_nizations.”67 General Amos also mentions, “‘although the world has
changed, one thing has not: America needs an expediﬁonary force in readiness that is prep ared:to
respond to any crisis.”®® |
Marine leaders arevconéemed tﬁat' the Corpsl has lost its expeditionary character. Many
Marine Corps p’rofeésfonals Have called for a return to the Corps amphibious robts, most notably -‘
34th Comﬁlandant ’Gen,ere_ll *Cénwéy and 35th Commandant Generai’ James F. Arn.os.69
Inmovation and forward thjnking mﬁst remain hallrﬁarks éf Marine leaders. Developing creative
Solutions, tactics, techniques, and procgdures. to address the operating énvironrheﬁt of the futpre
- are critical to tﬁg -Marin.e Corps remaining relevant during a.time of constantly chaﬁging
asymmetric threats.
Careful exarﬁination of the Tarawa campaign demonstrates ’why it is vital for the Marine

Corps té returm to its éniphibious roots. Having a doctrine in place for fh_e conduct of a new
method of operation wés absolutely vitai to the successful oqfcoﬁe of the Tarawa invasion in
November 1943. As tﬁe Corps focus has'bAecome countering iﬁéurgenciés and inegular threats7
- thought must be provoked for creating innovative methods for the; conduct.of amphibious

-~

forcible entry operations and a study and analysis of Tarawa can provide the basis. There are a



/

significaht number of Marine’s' who have combat experience ip Iraq aﬁd 01" Afghanistaﬁ, but have
not served aboard a Navy ship. Many Marines Qho have served on board Névy ships have not
done s0 sigce 2001.
The nation’s need to win the current counterinsurgency campaigns in Iraq and
Afghanistari has caused a shift in focus for Marine Corps training. Current training has focused
- on c':oun’terins‘urgency, thereby limiting the amount of timé aﬁd resources available to conduqt
amphibioﬁs training. The change in focus 'of training combingd with an incredibly high |
operational tempo has seriously degraded the amphibious-operatioﬁal caﬁabilities of the Marine
A Corps; Itis imperafive that Marine Corps leaders place emphasis onlthe study of \amphibious’
warfare. The Marine Corps should maintain one regiment, trained and capable of conducting
amphibious operations.
. 'Amphibious assaults in the operating' énvironmentof 2011 may not blay out.in the samé .
manner as the Tar:awa invasion, but lessons iearned there are certainly apialicable to future

assaults. The process of identifying a mission in the 1920s and developing doctrine for the

conduct of the determined ‘mission is both applicable and directly related to today’s operating

~ environment. With advances in modern weaponry such as anti-ship missiles and Global

Positioning System ,(GPS)>guided bombsl, it is imperaﬁve that a new method of cohducting
amﬁhibious assaults be developed, tested, ahd impriﬁted in dbctrine‘ o

| | Forciblé entry operations in 2011 are uﬁiikely to utilize the same methods employed -
duriné the Tarawa carrii)aign,. but due:t'o the inability té select battlefields, they may iook |

surprisingly similar. What is certain is that the world remains a dangerous place and forcible

" entry operations may be necess'ary. Many potential conflict areas looming on the horizon may

' require a forcible entry from the sea. Amphibious operations can be restricted by anti-access’



weapons systems or by tﬁe desire for secrecy. Operations may take placé in the midst of
sensitive political climates, requiring entry of forces frpm the sea at night, combined with the
need for those forces to B'e‘ off tﬁe beach and out of sight by sunrise.” Operations of this type will
require innoyative doctrine development and planning for movemgnt and sustainment. Marine
Corps leaders must consider innovative methods of entry and supporting weapons systems
employment, but sfhould not forget the lessons learned from the past. Tarawa demonstrates
innovation and the ability to learn and employ lessons in a rapidly evolving énvironment.

 The innova;tive use of the LVT for ship-to-’shore movement became one of the critical
lessons fron'li the Tarawa battle. The aBﬂity to realize a‘ problem, the barrier reef, and devrelop a
workable solutioﬁ, the ‘LVT, was a hallmark of creative thinking displayed by Marine leaders-in
1.943" Speed, armament, and armor are demgn requirgments for a new a'mphibiousk vehicl‘e;' those
'séme design chailenges were similar in nature to the challenges faced by Marine leadefs in 1943,
utilizing tﬁe LVT’ in an innovative new role. Advances in modern anti-access Weaponry, forciné
naval warships to havé greater stand-off, force Mafine leaders to again search for 'innoyative
solutions in both doctrine émd equipment to solve the acceés problems inherent with Amphibious
operationg.

T/hé Shortage of LVTs during the'Tarawa campaign proved to be one of ﬁe most
sighificant challenges for the énd Ma;ihe Divisiqn to overc;me.; Transporting Mariﬁes ashore in
2011 could involvé ferrying forces to widely dis\tributed landing arezis, exaéérbating the
requirement for a 1afge number of transport vehicles. ‘The‘Marine Corps of 2011 must not only

- determine iequirements that are technologically possible with current engineéring Capabilities,r :

but must also determine the appropriate number to procure. Further complicating the

procurement process is funding, especially during a time of decreasing budget authorizations.
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‘Critical to th‘e timing of the Tarawa invasiori was the availability of amphibious shipping.
The Marine Corps of 2011 is challenged vi/ith a potential shortage of’ amphibioiis shipping. .
According to the Report of the 2‘01 0 Mdrine Corps F orce Structure Reﬁiew Greitp, “the dual K
demands of sustained forwzird presence and sufficient lift for the assault echelons of two Marine
- Expeditionary Brigades (MEB) result in a requirement for 38 amphibious ships.””® The Nai/y '
and Marine Corps have determiried that due to budgetary eonstraints, only 33 amphibious ships
would be maintained.” iC‘onernting the reality of lift capacity reduction requires Marine Corps
planners to lighten the load of operational forces and consider innovative teehniqiies to employ
i?orcib le entry operations. Marines will aiso need to address ’the potential ‘sh01'tfall ef adequate
shipping resources. |

Tarawa demonstrated a need for coerdinated, sustained, and punishing fire support from
" naval gunflre and aerial bombardment. Signiiicant‘ advances have come in the forn‘i of GPS- |
guided bembs and GPS-guided cruise missiles. One of i:he problems identified at Tarawa was |
the elose coordination of fire support. Primarily conducting counterinsurgency o'peratic;ris in
2011, the Marine Corps ‘has not condueted sustained amphibious fire support operations with ‘~
naval gunfire' and air support. A return to amphibioﬁs trainin‘gex‘er_cises is iiecessary to rehearse
end refine Vfire support coordination skills. The Marine Corps will need to determine whether or
not appropriate_fire support is aivailabie from existing platforms and wea;iori systems and.if it.is |
available and sustainable in the necessary voluriie reéuired to conduct a silccessful assault.
Naval gunfire requires precise timing which czin only be ma)iimized through training.

Marines conciucting the Tarawa landing' had limiteei time and resources for the conduct of
1'ehearsa1s. Many of the lessons learned from the Tarawa landings demonstrated the need for

proficiency in landing operations. Maintaining the ability to land Marines with appropriate
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support and sustainment requires constant tfaining. Study of the Tarawa invasion can provide a
starting point for commanders as the Marine Corps moves toward redefining its amphibious

‘traditions.

) CONCLUSION
The Marine Corps development of the amphibious as§ault can bé traced Back to the 1920-
40s, culminating in the first actual assault against a heavily defended beéchheadz the battle for
Tarawa atoll. The iconic victory at Taravs}a was a direct derivative of innovative think’ing«
combined with a dedication to amphibious doctrine development by Marine leaders during the
inter-war years. There are many. similariﬁes in the political and o;;erating' environment
- confronting the Marine Corps of the 1920-40s and the Mariné Corps of 2011. As with the
climafe following World War I, during whiqh the Marine Corps’ very survival as an indiVidual
- service was at stake, the year 201 1 finds the Corps facing an increa‘singlyksirvnilar situation.
During World War I thé Marine Corps operated primarily in conjunction with the Army;
- following 10 years of counteriﬁsurgency operations, ‘célls that' the Corps is again operating as a
seclmd Land Army continue to strengthén. Senior Marine Corps leaders have called for a return
to the Cvofbs amphibious traditions. Studyi‘ng the lessons of the Ta.rawa experience is a"starting '
point for a return to the Corps émizhibious foots. | | |
The Marine Corﬁs ability to establish, define, and develop ddctrine' ar;‘d' capabilities for
their pre-World War I mission of the amphibious assault is a‘lesson applicable to the 2011
political and operating environments. Cargful examination and analysis of Térawé‘cah provide

Marine Corps leaders with lessons, context, and insight for the conduct of future amphibious

assaults in thé operating environment of 2011 and beyond.
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Appendix A
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Stockman, James R. The Bartle for Tarawa. Washington: Historical Sect., Division of Public
Information, Headquarters, U. S. Marine Corps, 1947, map inset Jollowing p.12.
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Appendix B
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Stockman, James R. The Battle for Tarawa. Washington: Historical Sect., Division of Public
Information, Headgquarters, U. S. Marine Corps, 1947, map inset following p.28.
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Glossary

FLINTLOCK-Code name for the World War II American Marshall Islands Campaign
FMEF- Fleet Marine Force

GALVANIC- Code name for the World War I American Gilbert Islands Campaign

GPS- Global Positioning System

LCVP- Landing Craft, Vehicle and Personnel
LVT- Landing Vehicle Tracked

LVT—2- Landing Vehicle Tracked, 2™ Version
MRAP- Mine Resistant Ambush Protected Vehicle
SNLF- Special Naval Landing Force

TG- Task Group

UDT- Underwater Demolition Team
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